CHAPTER ONE

Panama: The Crossroads of the Worfd

THE REPUBLIC OF PANAMA is the youngest of the Ameri-
can family of sovereign states, It will celebrate its first
fifty years of national independence in 1953. The great
importance of this Central American nation to the hemi-
sphere, and to the world, is evidenced by geography. In
the twentieth century the Panama Canal underlines this
fact, but the Isthmian region has always been a pathway
for the white man's transit between the Atlantic and the
Pacific, ever since Balboa crossed the country in 1513.
The romance and glamour of history are to be found in
innumerable places in the jungles, mountains, and palm-
fringed shores of Panama. Christopher Columbus, Balboa,
Francis Drake, Pedro Arias de Avila, and Henry Morgan
move through the pages of the colonial era, and the wealth
of the stricken country of the Incas poured for years across
the Isthmus over the Gold Road from Old Panama to Porto
Bello on its way to Spain. In the mid-nineteenth century
the California gold rush started a new stream of traffic
across this narrow bridge between the oceans, and Aspin-
walTs railroad, the Western Hemisphere's first transconti-
nental line, was finished before the end of the year 1855*
For a time after the North American Civil War, interest in
Panama lagged, but the past half century and a quarter
have seen this ancient land of Darien once more become
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